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Four Numbers You Need to Know Now
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1. Retirement plan contribution rate

What percentage of your salary are you
contributing to a retirement plan? Making
automatic contributions through an
employer-sponsored plan such as a 401(k) or
403(b) plan is an easy way to save for
retirement, but this out-of-sight, out-of-mind
approach may result in a disparity between
what you need to save and what you actually
are saving for retirement. Checking your
contribution rate and increasing it periodically
can help you stay on track toward your
retirement savings goal. .

Some employer retirement plans let you sign up
for automatic contribution rate increases each
year, which is a simple way to bump up the
percentage you're saving over time. In addition,
try to boost your contributions when you receive
a pay raise. Consider contributing at least
enough to receive the full company match (if
any) that your employer offers.

2. Credit score

When you apply for credit, such as a mortgage,
a car loan, or a credit card, your credit score is
one of the tools used by lenders to evaluate
your creditworthiness. Your score will likely
factor into the approval decision and affect the
terms and the interest rate you'll pay.

The most common credit score that creditors
consider is a FICO® Score, a three-digit
number that ranges from 300 to 850. This score
is based on a mathematical formula that uses
information contained in your credit report. In
general, the higher your score, the lower the
credit risk you pose.

Each of the three major credit reporting
agencies (Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion)
calculates FICO® scores using different
formulas, so you may want to check your
scores from all three (fees apply). It's also a
good idea to get a copy of your credit report at

least annually to check the accuracy of the
information upon which your credit score is
based. You're entitled to one free copy of your
credit report every 12 months from each of the
three credit reporting agencies. You can get
your copy by visiting annualcreditreport.com.

3. Debt-to-income ratio

Your debt-to-income ratio (DTI) is another
number that lenders may use when deciding
whether to offer you credit. A DTI that is too
high might mean that you are overextended.
Your DTl is calculated by adding up your major
monthly expenses and dividing that figure by
your gross monthly income. The result is
expressed as a percentage. For example, if
your monthly expenses total $2,200 and your
gross monthly income is $6,800, your DTl is
32%.

Lenders decide what DTls are acceptable,
based on the type of credit. For example,
mortgage lenders generally require a ratio of
36% or less for conventional mortgages and
43% or less for FHA mortgages when
considering overall expenses.

Once you know your DTI, you can take steps to
reduce it if necessary. For example, you may
be able to pay off a low-balance loan to remove
it from the calculation. You may also want to
avoid taking on new debt that might negatively
affect your DTI. Check with your lender if you
have any questions about acceptable DTIs or
what expenses are included in the calculation.

4. Net worth

One of the key big-picture numbers you should
know is your net worth, a snapshot of where
you stand financially. To calculate your net
worth, add up your assets (what you own) and
subtract your liabilities (what you owe). Once
you know your net worth, you can use it as a
baseline to measure financial progress.

Ideally, your net worth will grow over time as
you save more and pay down debt, at least until
retirement. If your net worth is stagnant or even
declining, then it might be time to make some
adjustments to target your financial goals, such
as trimming expenses or rethinking your
investment strategy.
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Spring Cleaning Your Finances

The arrival of spring often signifies a time of
renewal, a reminder to dust off the cobwebs
and get rid of the dirt and grime that have built
up throughout the winter season. And while
most spring cleaning projects are likely focused
on your home, you could take this time to
evaluate and clean up your personal finances
as well.

Examine your budget..and stick with it

A budget is the centerpiece of any good
personal financial plan. Start by identifying your
income and expenses. Next, add them up and
compare the two totals to make sure you are
spending less than you earn. If you find that
your expenses outweigh your income, you'll
need to make some adjustments to your budget
(e.g., reduce discretionary spending).

Keep in mind that in order for your budget to
work, you'll need to stick with it. And while
straying from your budget from time to time is to
be expected, there are some ways to help
make working within your budget a bit easier:

« Make budgeting a part of your daily routine
 Build occasional rewards into your budget

« Evaluate your budget regularly and make
changes if necessary

« Use budgeting software/smartphone
applications

Evaluate your financial goals

Spring is also a good time to evaluate your
financial goals. Take a look at the financial
goals you've previously set for yourself — both
short and long term. Perhaps you wanted to
increase your cash reserve or invest more
money toward your retirement. Did you
accomplish any of your goals? If so, do you
have any new goals you now want to pursue?
Finally, have your personal or financial
circumstances changed recently (e.g.,
marriage, a child, a job promotion)? If so, would
any of these events warrant a reprioritization of
some of your existing financial goals?

Review your investments

Now may be a good time to review your
investment portfolio to ensure that it is still on
target to help you achieve your financial goals.
To determine whether your investments are still
suitable, you might ask yourself the following
questions:

« Has my investment time horizon recently
changed?

« Has my tolerance for risk changed?

* Do | have an increased need for liquidity in
my investments?

» Does any investment now represent too large
(or too small) a part of my portfolio?

All investing involves risk, including the possible
loss of principal, and there can be no
assurance that any investment strategy will be
successful.

Try to pay off any accumulated debt

When it comes to personal finances, reducing
debt should always be a priority. Whether you
have debt from student loans, a mortgage, or
credit cards, have a plan in place to pay down
your debt load as quickly as possible. The
following tips could help you manage your debt:

» Keep track of your credit card balances and
be aware of interest rates and hidden fees

« Manage your payments so that you avoid late
fees

« Optimize your repayments by paying off
high-interest debt first

< Avoid charging more than you can pay off at
the end of each billing cycle

Take a look at your credit history

Having good credit is an important part of any
sound financial plan, and now is a good time to
check your credit history. Review your credit
report and check for any inaccuracies. You'll
also want to find out whether you need to take
steps to improve your credit history. To
establish a good track record with creditors,
make sure that you always make your monthly
bill payments on time. In addition, you should
try to avoid having too many credit inquiries on
your report (these are made every time you
apply for new credit). You're entitled to a free
copy of your credit report once a year from
each of the three major credit reporting
agencies. Visit annualcreditreport.com for more
information.

Assess tax planning opportunities

The return of the spring season also means
that we are approaching the end of tax season.
Now is also a good time to assess any tax
planning opportunities for the coming year. You
can use last year's tax return as a basis, then
make any anticipated adjustments to your
income and deductions for the coming year.

Be sure to check your withholding — especially if
you owed taxes when you filed your most

recent tax return or you were due a large

refund. If necessary, adjust the amount of
federal or state income tax withheld from your
paycheck by filing a new Form W-4 with your
employer.

Page 2 of 4, see disclaimer on final page


http://www.annualcreditreport.com

"l always say if you aren't
investing for value, what are
you investing for? And the
idea that value and growth
are two different things
makes no sense.... Growth
is part of the value
equation."

—Warren Buffett
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Growth, Value, or Both

The terms growth and value are often used to
describe two different investment strategies, yet
many investors may want both qualities in an
investment. Famed investor Warren Buffett put
it this way in a 2015 interview: "l always say if
you aren't investing for value, what are you
investing for? And the idea that value and
growth are two different things makes no
sense.... Growth is part of the value equation."1

Even so, analysts may look at specific stocks
as offering more growth potential than value,
and vice versa. And these concepts are used to
construct many mutual funds and
exchange-traded funds (ETFs). So it's helpful to
understand the opposing ideas, even if you
want the best of both in your portfolio.

Poised to grow?

As the name suggests, growth stocks are
associated with companies that appear to have
above-average growth potential. These
companies might be on the verge of a market
breakthrough or acquisition, or they may
occupy a strong position in a growing industry.

Growth companies may place more emphasis
on reinvesting profits than on paying dividends
(although many large growth companies do
offer dividends). Investors hope to benefit from
future capital appreciation of growth stocks,
which tend to be considered higher risk than
value stocks. However, it's equally important for
growth and value stocks to have strong
fundamentals.

Undervalued?

Value stocks are associated with companies
that appear to be undervalued by the market or
are in an industry that is currently out of favor.
Unlike growth stocks, which might seem
expensive and overvalued, value stocks may
be priced lower in relation to their earnings,
assets, or growth potential.

Established companies are more likely than
younger companies to be considered value
stocks, and these firms may emphasize paying
dividends over reinvesting profits. An investor
who purchases a value stock typically expects
the broader market to eventually recognize the
company's full potential, which may result in
rising share prices. One risk with this approach
is that a stock considered to be undervalued
because of legal or management difficulties or
tough competition might not be able to recover
from the setback.

Focused funds

Identifying specific growth or value investments
requires time, knowledge, and experience to
analyze stock data. A more convenient and

accessible way to add growth or value stocks to
your portfolio may be through mutual funds or
ETFs that focus on these categories. Such
funds often have the word "growth" or "value" in
their names. However, there could be a wide
variety of objectives and stock holdings among
funds labeled growth or value.

Also keep in mind that you might find growth,
value, or both in a broad range of investments
that do not employ growth or value strategies.

Diversification

Holding growth and value stocks and/or funds
is one way to diversify the stock portion of your
portfolio. Over the past 20 years, the average
annual return for value stocks was about 1.5
percentage points higher than that of growth
stocks (8.54% versus 7.02%). Yet growth
stocks outperformed value stocks in eight of
those years — in some years by large margins.
This suggests that growth and value stocks
may respond differently to varying market
conditions.2

Diversification is a method used to help
manage investment risk; it does not guarantee
a profit or protect against investment loss.

The return and principal value of stocks, mutual
funds, and ETFs fluctuate with changes in
market conditions. Shares, when sold, may be
worth more or less than their original cost.
Supply and demand for ETF shares may cause
them to trade at a premium or a discount
relative to the value of the underlying shares.

Mutual funds and ETFs are sold by prospectus.
Please consider the investment objectives,
risks, charges, and expenses carefully before
investing. The prospectus, which contains this
and other information about the investment
company, can be obtained from your financial
professional. Be sure to read the prospectus
carefully before deciding whether to invest.

1 CNBC.com, March 2, 2015

2 Thomson Reuters, 2016, for the period
9/30/1996 to 9/30/2016. Growth stocks are
represented by the Russell 3000 Growth Index.
Value stocks are represented by the Russell
3000 Value Index. The performance of an
unmanaged index is not indicative of the
performance of any particular investment.
Individuals cannot invest directly in an index.
Rates of return will vary over time, particularly
for long-term investments. Past performance is
not a guarantee of future results.
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Broadridge Investor Communication
Solutions, Inc. does not provide
investment, tax, or legal advice. The
information presented here is not
specific to any individual's personal
circumstances.

To the extent that this material
concerns tax matters, it is not intended
or written to be used, and cannot be
used, by a taxpayer for the purpose of
avoiding penalties that may be imposed
by law. Each taxpayer should seek
independent advice from a tax
professional based on his or her
individual circumstances.

These materials are provided for
general information and educational
purposes based upon publicly available
information from sources believed to be
reliable—we cannot assure the accuracy
or completeness of these materials.

The information in these materials may
change at any time and without notice.
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A funeral trust is an
arrangement entered into with
a provider of funeral or burial
services. Prepaying funeral

24723 expenses may allow you to
"lock in" costs for future funeral or burial
services at an agreed-upon price. The funeral
home sometimes serves as trustee (manager of
trust assets), and you usually fund the trust with
cash, bonds, or life insurance. A revocable
funeral trust can be changed and revoked by
you at any time. An irrevocable trust can't be
changed or revoked, and you generally can't
get your money out except to pay for funeral
services.

e

Irrevocable funeral trusts may also help you
qualify for long-term care benefits through
Medicaid. For example, these trusts may be
funded with assets that would otherwise be
countable resources for Medicaid (i.e., included
in determining Medicaid eligibility). They are
often sold through insurance companies, in
which case they are typically funded with life
insurance. And you can fund the funeral trust
right before entering the nursing home — there's
no "look-back" period for these transfers, unlike
the case with certain other transfers that can

What is a funeral trust?

cause a delay in the start of Medicaid benefits.

Another advantage of funding your trust with life
insurance is that the trust will have no taxable
income to report, because life insurance cash
values grow tax deferred. Otherwise, income
from trust assets may be taxed to you as the
grantor of the trust, unless the trustee elects to
treat the trust as a qualified funeral trust by
filing Form 1041-QFT with the IRS, in which
case trust income is taxed to the trust.

But what happens if you want to change funeral
homes, or the facility you selected goes out of
business? Does your irrevocable trust allow you
to change beneficiaries (e.g., funeral homes)?
Are trust funds protected from creditors of the
funeral home? State laws regulating prepaid
funeral trusts often require funeral homes to
keep trust assets separate from their own
business assets, keeping them safe from
funeral home creditors. And most irrevocable
trusts are transferable to another funeral home
should the initial business fail or you change
funeral homes.

There are expenses associated with the
creation of a trust and the purchase of life
insurance, and benefits are not guaranteed.
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